T he Smithsonian Institution's new
Science Commission began in September what many hope will be a deliberate and fruitful consideration of how this large and prestigious museum complex should organize, evaluate, and strengthen its research efforts, and how that research should relate to the Smithsonian's exhibits and other public programs. The Board of Regents created the commission in response to the storm generated when Smithsonian Secretary Lawrence Small announced plans in April to close the National Zoo's Conservation and Research Center and four other Smithsonian units, reorganize the institution's scientific research programs into "centers of excellence," and use the money saved to fund research in areas the institution "does best." Almost immediately, the proposal ran into fierce opposition from not only scientists and conservationists but also the press and the public. By early May, Small had withdrawn the proposal and the regents approved his suggestion to create a science commission to guide the reorganization process. Congress stepped in to prohibit the closures "until a review by a blue-ribbon science commission is completed and approved by the Smithsonian's Board of Regents." The House mandated that the process be thoroughly vetted within the research community.
Heeding this mandate, J. Dennis O'Connor, under secretary for science, and Anthony Coates, director of scientific research programs, asked representatives of the Natural History Museum, the Tropical Research Institute in Panama, and the Environmental Research Center at Edgewater, Maryland, to nominate members of their own departments and institutes and distinguished external scientists to sit on the commission. After the September 7 inaugural meeting, commission chair Jeremy Sabloff said that the commission would solicit input from every Smithsonian scientist and researcher. Commissioners will conduct site visits and hold town hall meetings at each of the Smithsonian's research centers. Comments from the larger scientific community will also be welcomed and considered. The commission's open process includes a Web site (www.si. edu/sciencecommission), where the charge to the commission, a roster of members, press releases, and other documentation can be found.
"This commission can make a contribution that will not only help science at the Smithsonian, but aid in the advancement of science around the world," said Sabloff. "Science has been at the heart of the Smithsonian since its founding and has a tradition of excellence that must be preserved in the context of the many challenges that face the institution today," he added, citing a talk Secretary Small made to the group. Sabloff, director of the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, said the 18-member commission would probably deliberate a year before issuing final recommendations, although interim ones may be presented earlier. "We will take as long as it takes to do it right," he said.
Some of the same Smithsonian scientists who castigated the proposed reorganization have welcomed the commission. "It's a good idea," observed Chris Wemmer, the National Zoo's associate director for conservation and director of the Conservation and Research Center, who had earlier protested CRC's proposed closing.
"We're encouraged by the commission," added Brian Huber, a Natural History Museum paleontologist and, until October, chairman of the museum's Senate of Scientists. "We felt things were rushed last spring."
Small's critics and supporters alike agree that science at the Smithsonian faces challenges. At best, the fiscal year 2002 congressional appropriation for the entire Smithsonian will barely cover inflationary increases. The Smithsonian science budget's share of this allocation is expected to remain at about $110 million, which is only about half of the Smithsonian's total research budget of $219 million.
For years, no money has been available to replace scientists who retire or leave, let alone hire new ones, Huber says. As a result, staff levels have declined by 15-35 percent at the Smithsonian's science units. The National Museum of Natural History dropped from 131 staff members in 1992 to 98 in 2001. "A lot less is getting done here," he adds.
Moreover, a 1999 report stated that the natural history museum lacked "a clear and compelling vision that both communicates its mission and builds support." A report by the Smithsonian Council, an independent advisory board, urged last year that some science programs be streamlined, consolidated, or dropped. The studies also noted the lack of interdisciplinary research and coordination between separate Smithsonian units.
"We have to determine what we do well," says J. Dennis O'Connor. "I hope that the commission will help us to identify those areas of science where we can make a significant contribution and where we can focus our attention. We will pay attention to and implement their recommendations where we can." 
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